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Do You Know What It Means to Have a 
“Heavy Heart”? 
The Relationship Between Crisis Services  
and the Karen Community in Ramsey County 
SW 8352: Interventions with Families 
Resilient Communities Project 
HOW 
What was our process? 
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Focus Statement 
“Our class commits to an anti-racist, anti-oppressive research 
stance in which we will gather data from stakeholders 
including the Karen community and community members 
regarding needs and strengths within the family system as 
they relate to current barriers to culturally defined wellness” 
 
Process 
RESEARCH 
 
 
OUTREACH 
 
 
DATA 
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Who is the client?  
We began this process conceptualizing the Karen community 
as our client. The research process taught us more about the 
culture, community, and structure of Ramsey County as it 
relates to the populations it serves.  
Principles of Community-Based Participatory Research 
1.  Recognizes community as a unit of identity.  
2.  Builds on strengths and resources within the community.  
3.  Fosters collaboration, co-learning, and capacity building among all partners.  
4.  Integrates and achieves a balance between knowledge generation and intervention for the 
mutual benefit of all partners.  
5.  Disseminates results to all partners and involves them in the wider dissemination of 
results.  
6.  Involves a long-term process and commitment to sustainability.  
7.  Openly addresses issues of race, ethnicity, racism, and social class, and embodies 
cultural humility.  
8.  Works to ensure research rigor and validity but also seeks to broaden the bandwidth of 
validity          
Sources: 1-6, Israel et al., 2010 and 2005; 7-8, Minkler and Wallerstein, 2008 
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Writing Questions: Qualitative  
●  How do you define crisis? 
●  Who is responding to crisis? 
●  How are they responding? 
●  Why are they responding that way? 
●  What are the outcomes? 
●  Where can Ramsey County serve in the existing crisis 
response? 
Writing Questions: Quantitative 
●  How does your agency partner with Ramsey county crisis services?  
●  What are the types of services your agency provides to the Karen 
population? 
●  Does your agency have someone who speaks Karen Dialects? 
●  What types of health and wellness services would be most beneficial 
for the Karen community? 
●  How does your agency respond to crisis? 
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●  Social work students interviewing social service providers presented with 
deep curiosity about the work 
●  Power of collaboration to find community based solutions to complex 
problems 
●  Commitment to continuing this work beyond the confines of this project 
●  Our research only includes the voices of service providers 
●  Time constraints limited our ability form deep relationships with providers and 
community members  
 
Strengths and Limitations 
WHO 
Who did we interview? 
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Methods for Outreach 
●  Interview contacts came from Nikki and Brian, our partners at Ramsey 
County 
●  We met with 13 of the 17 contacts we received 
●  Our goal was to conduct interviews in pairs for accountability and 
reflection purposes 
●  Interviews were audio-recorded or transcribed by hand 
●  Interviews were roughly 60 minutes long 
Who we Interviewed 
Providers at Wilder, Ramsey County Probation, Ramsey 
County Child Protection, Ramsey County Child Support, a 
Roselawn Medical Clinic provider, educators from St. Paul 
College, University of Minnesota Duluth and St. Thomas 
professor, Ramsey County Youth Engagement workers and a 
school social worker.  
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FINDINGS 
What did we learn? 
Themes 
1.  County services operate within a Western framework 
2.  Parallel process of helplessness with a mutual lack of 
understanding 
3.  Lack of understanding of services available 
4.  Incongruence of frameworks across systems  
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County Services Operate Within a Western 
Framework 
 
“We are trained in a western way to work with 
non-western families and children” 
 
Parallel Process of Helplessness With a Lack of 
Understanding 
●  County service providers feel ill-equipped to adequately meet the 
needs of their Karen clients 
●  Operating framework - Karen clients don’t know enough about the 
systems they are navigating 
●  Alternative framework - County workers don’t know enough about the 
cultural orientations their clients are coming in with in order to provide 
adequate services 
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Lack of Knowledge of Services Available 
●  Unknown by county employees 
○  Probation officer reported calling 911 
○  Unsure how crisis services are operating 
 
●  Unknown within the community 
○  County has not adequately partnered with the community members 
○  Services are not simply not know 
Incongruence of frameworks across systems  
●  Karen individuals mental health needs are not being properly 
identified 
 Entering through: 
o  Probation 
o  Child Protective Services 
o  Emergency Departments 
●  Perceived chemical dependency “trumps” 
●  Heavy Hearts 
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IMPLEMENTATION 
What are our recommendations? 
“There’s a lot of hope here” Hopes and Dreams 
from Interviews  
1.  Translation and interpretation services 
2.  Hire from within the community  
3.  More training for county service providers 
4.  Coordination of service providers  
5.  Skill developments 
6.  Career pathways to hire within the community 
7.  Engaging community organically and with humility 
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Recommendations 
Increased efforts to hire Karen interpreters and  
service providers 
 
●  Potentially engaging Karen youth by providing pathways to employment 
within Ramsey County in general and Ramsey County Crisis in particular 
  
 
Recommendations 
More internal collaboration across Ramsey County  
service providers 
 
●  Partnering with other county service providers such as probation, child 
support, and youth engagement so that they know what crisis services 
Ramsey County provides  
●  More education across county service providers about external referrals 
available to support families 
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Recommendations 
More community building and outreach outside of times of 
crisis between Ramsey County Crisis and Karen Community 
 
●  Work on and maintain contacts with community leaders including Karen 
Organization of Minnesota and religious leaders 
●  Have county workers attend Karen Organization of Minnesota Bi-monthly 
Karen Culture presentations and seek other opportunities to participate in 
cultural and community events and celebrations 
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